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The Ojéyéshi and the Circulation of Images of Hell
in Japan

Hiroaki Nagashima

The Ojéydshi (Essentials of Salvation) was written by Genshin in the middle
of the Heian Period as an introductory guidebook for the Buddhist nembutsu
practice or the meditation on Amida Buddha. Towards the end of the 11t
century the entire Japanese society fell into disorder and Buddhist tradition
indicated that this was the beginning of the period of decay of the Law
(mappd). The teaching of Pure Land Buddhism gained popularity because it
stressed that only the sole concentration on the Boddhisattva’s vow and the
repetition of his name provided salvation and an access to the Pure Land. The
Ojéyéshi, which played a significant role in spreading Pure Land Buddhism,
depicts the Six Paths of Existence - hell, the world of hungry ghosts, of beasts,
of the asura, of humans, and of the gods - and gives a particularly vivid
description of hell.

However, although descriptions of hell existed already in the Buddhist
classics and setsuwa collections, the Ojdydshi invested the image of hell with
more visually distinctive and exact characteristics. The conception of hell that
can be seen in the Kamakura period setsuwa collections and martial tales and
in the Edo period pictures depicting hell (jigoku-e) were significantly
influenced by the Ojéydshii. However, the influence of the Ojéyéshit can be also
seen in the Edo period’s prose literature, e.g. in Thara Saikaku’s Wankyit nise
no monogatari (also called Shinsayoarashi, 1691) and in Santé Kyoden’s
Hownchosuibotai zenden (1810).

For example Ihara Saikaku’s novel is a parody of an amorous man who falls
into hell. It tells a story of a rich man whose tongue will be pulled out of his
mouth by his former lover because he engages himself into a new amorous
relationship with another man. The picture attached to the story depicts the
scene in which the devil cuts the tongue of a man who is tied to a pole.
Although the picture can be seen as a parody of the particular stage of hell as
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described in the Ojo‘yéshzi as the proper punishment for liars, in fact, it is based
on a picture of hell that can be found in another edition of the Ojéydshi
published few years earlier. However, in Santé Kyoden’s novel the kimono of a
high-ranking courtesan is described to be full of pictures of hell that can be
found in the Ojo‘yo‘shﬁ. Therefore, it is important to notice that by making a
parody of serious Buddhist novels these novels indicate how the Ojéoyoshii
based images of hell gained a wide popularity in subsequent periods.
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